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Abstract 
During the last twenty years the importance of practising teachers as contributors to the 
research agenda has been acknowledged. This work has in turn led to the development of 
teacher professional knowledge as a distinct field of knowledge and educational inquiry. 
(Britzman 1991, 2003, Connelly and Clandinin 1999, Loughran and Russell 2002, 
Loughran, Mitchell and Mitchell 2002). Perhaps the best known approach to teacher 
inquiry is action research. In recent years there have been increased opportunities for 
teacher/researchers to explore a range of methods that broadly fall under the qualitative, 
ethnographic Arts-based approaches. One of the possibilities is visual narrative through 
‘image based research’ (Prosser 1997). We argue that ‘image based research’ as opened 
out in two Australian studies produces some innovative possibilities for educational 
research in respect to understanding diversity, supporting new relationships with our 
research participants and ensures we continue to revisit issues of validity. Professional 
knowledge requires teachers who can inquire into the emergent theories of their practice. 
We conclude by reminding ourselves that our work is not without innocence and 




This paper reports on recent research where we review our practices in respect to what it 
means to respond to the issues of diversity, culturally and individually. We, like the 
teachers we regularly interact with in our everyday work  are attempting to develop 
curriculum and research practices that are appropriate to the times that we live in.  
Freeing the voice of our participants and the places where we do research has engaged us 
in the problematics of curricula and research practices and the politics of interpretation 
that arise when we reposition our relationships with research participants. By criss-
crossing multiple threads of stories, images and movements we are offer possibilities for 
rethinking and reworking research practices and the kind of truth claims we maintain 
about our work. 
 
What we are attempting to articulate in this paper is how can inquire into the emergent 
theories of our practice that focus on diversity and know inquiry as part of our everyday 
reality? Focusing on these issues we report on how we have become entangled in 
methods that broadly fall under the qualitative, ethnographic Arts-based approaches. The 
use of critical incidents and ‘image based research’ (Prosser 1997) reveal how we can 
create spaces and contribute to epistemological understandings that are potentially 
transformative for the researcher and the researched. This work is however far from 
innocent work and entangles us as researchers in discourses that trouble knowledge about 
knowledge, as we attempt to be on the inside and outside of teachers’ work 
simultaneously.    
 
During the last twenty years the importance of practising teachers as contributors to the 
research agenda has led to the acknowledgement and deeper understanding of the 
everyday dilemmas that teachers experience. This work has in turn led to the 
development of teacher professional knowledge as a distinct field of knowledge and 
educational inquiry. (Britzman 1991, Britzman 2003, Connelly and Clandinin 1999, 
Loughran and Russell 2002, Loughran, Mitchell and Mitchell 2002). Perhaps the best 
known approach to teacher inquiry is action research. The concept of action research is 
based on the cyclical process of inquiry into and reflection about specific problems 
(Kemmis & McTaggart 1982). Action research in its simplest form has two elements - 
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‘action’, which brings about some form of change in a program, organisation or 
community setting and ‘research’, which increases the understanding of the researcher 
and/or the community of a specific issue.   
 
Action research appeals to teachers as a method which links theory with practice, 
involves teachers in continuous learning, generates knowledge that can be action-based as 
opposed to being generated through abstract methods, and has been widely demonstrated 
to promote positive change in schools and classrooms.  We would argue that professional 
knowledge requires teachers who can systematically inquire into practice. However, 
inquiry that fits with the everyday practice of the teacher requires us to consider carefully 
our methodological orientations and research methods.  As MacLure (2003) has indicated 
action research has made claims of superiority of the insider voice of the classroom 
practitioner, but where insider and outsider are positioned as binary opposites, they are 
liable to turn ‘inside-out’ and this is ‘always going to be a fraught and partial business” 
(MacLure 2003, p.103).  
 
In recent years there have been increased opportunities for teacher/researchers to explore 
a range of methods that broadly speaking fall within the qualitative, arts based 
ethnographic categories.  These methods are situated within a tradition that lends itself to 
matters of group and individual identity, and to contemporary social diversity, which on a 
day-to-day basis, poses one of the most difficult challenges for teachers. An escalating 
sense of the complexity of our society can leave us feeling hopeless and disempowered 
and at worst highly cynical about the efficacy of teachers’ work. For example, student 
teachers enrolled in university teacher education programs are often initially very 
confronted by their first encounters with the range of student identities they meet in 
classrooms. 
 
 In Australian teacher education programs students can spend up to nine week per year in 
school settings under the guidance of a colleague or mentor teacher. These school 
experience periods are usually of three to four week periods and involve students 
encountering first hand the reality of learning to teach. It is in the school setting where 
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their views of becoming a teacher are turned inside out. The following comments and 
questions generated by student teachers after a second school experience, demonstrate 
their ambivalence, uncertainties and fears about managing student diversity. 
How are you supposed to work with a colleague teacher that tells you the students 
don’t learn and don’t remember anything for more than a week? The outcomes 
for the students in my mind should be better and it is my obligation to ensure that.  
 
Would you force a student with hearing difficulties to sit at the front of the class 
against his or her will? 
 
How much time is ‘too much’ to spend on an individual student.  
 
I found that in one class I was spending a lot of time with a student with extremely 
low ability. The rest of the class were in my opinion receiving less attention from 
me than they deserved. How do I manage this in a more efficient manner? The 
student had virtually no literacy skills. This was a SOSE year 9 class.  
 
These student teachers give voice to educational challenges and dilemmas, for beginning 
and experienced teachers alike. In recent years when attempting to respond to some of 
these dilemmas, educational researchers have looked to the broader field of the social 
sciences for research methodologies that enact more democratic and inclusive ways of 
working with research participants. However, along with the enhanced social sensitivity 
of these instruments comes a need for researchers to make their own methodological 
positions and the partiality of their accounts explicit, as is well recognised in the 
literature (Booth & Ainscow 1998, Haraway 1997, McClure 2003, Slee 1997, St. Pierre 
& Pillow 2000, Whatmore 2003).   
 
Enabling students to be participants in the research process is more than simply listening 
or hearing, or positioning teachers, parents and children as the data gathers.  Ethical 
dilemmas and the power relationships inherent in situations where an adult presence is 
juxtaposed with student’s voices are aspects that must be acknowledged in the research 
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process. This work touches on some contemporary methods and approaches which 
specifically acknowledge elements of identity, voice and perspective inherent in the act 
of research. These elements relate to both the `subjects’ of the research and the 
researchers themselves – those who inquire, observe, record and interpret. 
 
Much of the recent ethnographic literature has direct relevance for educational 
researchers, particularly those who are working towards ‘the never ending struggle for 
social justice’ (Lather & Smithies 1997: 50). Teachers' understanding of social and 
cultural diversity, including matters of personal and professional identity, is an essential 
part of this broad, significant global agenda.  In the development of methodologies that 
address diverse questions of identity and depart from the conventional understanding of 
their function, educational researchers do have access to a range of alternatives including 
visual, dramatic and literary ways of knowing and representing knowledge. We are not 
suggesting that there is a clear border between these, and in separating visual and textual 
sources of knowledge (below) we are conscious that contemporary thinking in the area of 
language and literacy, as well as in studies of narrative, cultural studies and popular 
culture, frequently integrates elements of the visual and the verbal in terms like 
`illustrative text'. 
 
Integrating elements of narrative: every picture tells a story 
 
In recent years the use of visual media has been described as ‘image based research’ 
(Prosser 1998) ‘visual ethnography’ (Pink 2001), `visual methodologies' (Rose 2001) and 
`visual methods' (Banks 2001). However the work of educational researchers is more 
often to be found in journals of sociology than of education. 
 
The electronic revolution has brought about a shift of cultural perspective, in which a 
visual medium of representation, traditionally the ‘illustration of text’, is becoming a 
dominant medium of thought. This way of knowing is infrequently used in graduate 
research preparation or classroom based research. Fischman (2001:28), supporting this 
argument, states ‘(t)he reliance on words and numbers among educational researchers and 
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the general tendency of dismissing images is generalised across academic traditions, 
theoretical traditions, and research methods’.     
 
Visual forms developed from pixels and images are important sources of knowing that 
can contribute to the interpretation and re-interpretation of diverse cultures within 
classrooms , and to possibilities for change, from local to global level. In recent years 
Julianne Moss has used visual narrative as a key data source in projects that aim to 
understand diversity and non-participation in learning. The first example is a  policy 
review of inclusive schooling and the second a study of middle schooling in a 
comprehensive secondary school of Years 7-10. In the Review of Inclusive Schooling 
Project  visual narrative was one of the data sources used to build ‘data stories’ (Lather & 
Smithies, 1997:34) of policy research. These images were positioned against the voices 
of key informants as illustrative text displaying the  policy story, (the policy `text') in the 
state of Tasmania, Australia. The images were collected from the ‘official’ sources of the 
bureaucracy, such as published curriculum documents and photojournalism in the popular 
press obtained through a historical search between 1900-1998.  
 
Visual narrative enables the researcher to work in a number of ways. Images can be 
collected from both historical and everyday contexts, from video, digital forms of 
photographs and improvisations and also can be threaded with other data sources. The 
participant/s can also be directly involved in the collection and elicitation of the visual 
sources. Students used the latter approach in the Glen High School middle school project. 
In this study Grade 7 students produced some 43 digital images of the school, retold into 
a power point presentation. Places that were suspended in time in the instant after the 
shutter was released ranged from spaces they liked to ‘hang out in’ during recess and 
lunchtime to the learning spaces they had come to know over the first school year. The 
images told the curriculum story - their understandings of school. Significantly not all 







Whilst a detailed account of the interaction between the analysis and data is not provided 
in this paper, it is the students' voices that blur the boundary between what schooling 
intends and what it does not achieve for these middle year students.  What is the point of 
these images? The major point, as far as this paper is concerned, is to give a hint of how a 
teacher/ visual artist/researcher/participant may come to understand the value of  inviting 
participation of the `subject’ in a range of discourses, including `silent’ ones.  
 
 Visual knowing can be incorporated to trouble our knowledge about diversity.  Any 
method that makes our work as researchers and teachers:    
 more relevant and accessible;  
 establishes possibilities for understanding the mediation of the power relations;  
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 disrupts the stereotype of the researcher and the researched;  
 encourages us to ask who we see and who we do not see; 
 
is a more elegant possibility for our professional work.  Our world is inelegant; but does 
research have to be? As teachers, as researchers criss-crossing visual and verbal forms of 
knowing, perhaps we can interrupt our established research forms, question the meanings 
of appearances and peel back some layers of inelegance to reveal subtle and interesting 
imagery of identity?  
 
 Integrating elements of narrative: every story paints a picture  
 
The following section highlights how a second teacher researcher inquired into the 
emergent theories of her practice. These are not just a matter of `research’ or even of 
some relationship between `theory’ and `practice’ – they indicate how personal and 
professional  identities are integrated in teaching, in recording and creating images of 
teaching and learning,  and in conducting research. They demonstrate ways in which you 
may move beyond theory about narrative, and its associated terminology, to 
understanding subtle aspects of voice, identity and perspective which allow you to 
engage in narrative inquiry. Britzman (1991, 2003) reminds us that there is a distinction 
between learning to teach and becoming a teacher. This distinction may be a matter of 
identity, and through the argument in this paper we are pointing to ways of incorporating 
identity in structured and purposeful inquiry. 
 
There are always going to be problems in the classroom which demand not just 
`management’ but inquiry – and some kind of ‘data story’ in order to use and interpret  
data. (Lather & Smithies 1997). Figuring out ways to reconcile tensions between messy, 
day to day survival and long-term development of learner/teacher identity begins with  
noticing how our own beliefs and actions contend with global, system-wide, school -wide 
and classroom cultures. As Mason (2002, p.59) indicates, (t)he Discipline of Noticing is 
nothing more that an attempt to be systematic and methodical without being mechanical. 
Noticing that sort of thing will help you make sense of the following examples.   
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 The teacher-researcher in action 
 
Researcher Sophie Ryan, formerly a  secondary English  teacher in a Tasmanian rural 
school,  now teaching at a secondary college in Victoria, set out to investigate ways of 
fostering tolerance and understanding of Indigenous culture in her year 9 middle school 
students, during Studies of the Society and Environment/English classes. After some 
weeks into the class, she wondered if she was approaching a `problem' from the wrong 
angle. So, instead of providing stimulus material to students, with the aim of raising the 
level of tolerance and understanding, and setting out with a range of tools and measures 
for measuring the improvement in this area, she decided to photograph student interaction 
during their exposure to primary materials and to provide a narrative commentary which  
recorded her personal  observations of this interaction. To achieve this Ryan used a folio 
of Heide Smith (199) photographs, and these are the materials the students are examining 





The following segments are adapted from Ryan, (2003) Chapter Six  and Seven of `The 
Impact of Indigenous Australian Storytelling Techniques on Homogeneous, Rural,  
Middle  School Students' . 
 
Images of proximity (the researcher reads the pictures) 
 
The opening images demonstrate a theme, which recurs throughout the visual narrative , 
that proximity between students at the table can indicate learning.  This proximity was 
evident in all groups in the study, regardless of gender, year group or student grouping. 
The distance between the students at first represented a respect for each other’s personal 
space (see image a).  At this time, both students have begun with different visual text, but 
seems to have entered into light discussion, accentuating  
 
 
The distance between the students at first 
represented a respect for each other's 
personal space [see image (a)].  At this time, 
both students have begun with different 
visual text, but seem to have entered into 
light discussion, accentuating the ????? 
WO ????words msii 
/// discursive properties of the chosen 
resources.  Image (a) 
 
For whatever reason, they have developed a resource based discourse, which has lead to 
photograph (b), where they are both examining the same picture.  The male student's hand seems 
to be on the verge of a gesture, while the female uses a pen to direct her remarks.  The distance 





The presence of the pen and paper in photograph (a), is unusual because the groups were 
all instructed that their pencil cases and other books would not be necessary for the work.  
This was received with great enthusiasm, as they seemed to think that the absence of 
writing materials meant the absence of work.  Despite this, students brought pens and 
integrated them with their work, as is illustrated in picture (b), where a pen is being used 
as a pointer, or just out of habit in the female student's hand.   
 
The students here have shown their strong perception of a close relationship between 
learning and writing.  It is almost as if the presence of the pen lends validity to what they 
are doing.  This could also be an indicator that the presentation of the oral component of 
the approach is more problematic than initially thought, and that there will have to be a 
conscious decision to emphasise the importance of oral tradition, and discussion of it as a 
learning tool. 
 
Critical incident analysis (the researcher writes the script) 
 
The critical incidents that follow, written by Ryan (2003) are selected from six weeks of 
recorded dialogue from a Year Nine volunteer focus group.  They were selected because 
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they demonstrate instances where the students are employing self-regulated meaningful 
discussion about a variety of concerns of the research.  For example, concerns such as the 
effectiveness of the resources, their preconceptions about the topic, and developments in 
their own thinking about the topic. These incidents are `critical' because they directly 
relate to the usefulness of the approach, and possibility of attitudinal change as a result. 
The visual stimulus materials discussed were two Heide Smith illustrations.  The first 
image was of five Tiwi men and the second of five Tiwi children.  The 
facilitator/investigator has asked a direct question about Aboriginal  land use, while using 






The fiction-room seems cut off from the rest of the school.  Where there are 
dishevelled classrooms, with rubbish overshot from bins at lunch time, and random 
notices and posters on the walls, some half torn off and lost, the fiction-room is pristine.  
The walls are lined with wooden shelves and the tables are less graffitied and much 
bigger.  There are four large wooden veneer tables with short black vinyl stools that slide 
underneath, and go around the edges.  The librarians protect this space. It is calm, it is 
light, it is the haven from every otherwise beleaguered space in the building.   
 
A sense of calm pervades the students once they have been in the room a for while.  
Casting an eye around, some daydream, some read, some chat.  Tables are a strewn mess 
of pencil cases, exercise books, textbooks, and all manner of other personal clutter.  One 
group does none of this.  They have been caught up in a discussion and have disappeared 
into it boots and all.  Their books are still in the piles they set them down in.  They lean 
forward with intent and conviction.  No one else seems to notice.  They have created a 
haven within a haven.   
“They never farmed, did they, they never like...no they didn’t, they never have 
done, they never farmed.” 
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[Says Ta with considered conviction.  Her eyes don’t show any agression in making her 
point, because the people she  is talking to are good friends, and have been for three 
years.  Ta is a straight ‘A’ student, a natural debater, leader or others, and a non-
tolerator of fools.]    
“No, they just…” 
[Adds Ju, in a valiant attempt to get a word in, but not quickly enough on this occasion.] 
“They were meant to look after stuff, they took it, I suppose they didn’t take too 
much, but they didn’t put things back, did they?” 
[Ta concludes triumphantly - she has made her point and brought the others along with 
her on her train of thought.  The group pauses and looks subtly through peripheral vision 
at Ti.] 
[He returns a slow] ‘Yeah.’ 
[Ta, perhaps wanting more support than this from Ti, continues with] 
“They just looked after it.” 
[Ti raises one eyebrow, and the group can see he is still adding everything up in his own 
mind.  After many conversations with Ti, Ta knows this is not good.  Their familiarity 
allows her to read his mind.  Not sure which way to go, she is nudged to offer] 
“Yeah, well they didn’t plant stuff.” 
[Fatal error.  After being lulled into a false sense of security, Ta has pinned herself to a 
specific statement Ti can attack, but only if he knows anything about the agrarian habits 
of Australian Aborigines, before 1788.  She thinks it is a safe bet.  En garde. Ti parries] 
“Yes they did” 
[Ta thrusts] 
“No they didn’t” 
[Still trying to get a word in from before, Ju interjects,] 
“They could take it as long as they looked after it. 
[Sitting forward, poised ready to interject, Je sees an opportunity,] 
“It was their job” 
[Ti offers, his argument gaining momentum in his own head] “Burnt back stuff so seeds 
would be released, yeah, burnt back.” 
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[ Determined to contribute, Ju has been racking her brain for a fact, and throws a 
beautifully colourful image into the mix, hopeful that she can distract Ti from dominating 
the debate by appealing to his sense of the macabre and the gory.] 
“Like when they went to get the kangaroos, they’d burn the ground so that the 
fresh grass’d come and the kangaroos’d come then they’d kill the kangaroos. 
[Je, who has by now given up trying to get a word in, offers her last supportive comment 
to anyone;] 
“Yeah.” 
[Ti, whose  imagination is captured instantly,  has only one comment to make;] 
“Isn’t that lovely?” 
[Seeing the mesmerised look on Ti’s visage, Ju enhances the image, stopping short only 
of volunteering a sound effect;] 
“With boomerangs” 
[Encouraged by Ju’s success, Je builds on the theme of ‘distract Ti so I can get a word in' 
with] 
“Took their heads off” 
 
 
The teacher-researcher and data storying 
 
Sophie Ryan has of course contributed her own voice to the `action' and she has`authored' 
a text - in this case a  dramatic text of  the kind used as `stage directions' -  which 
constitutes not  only a literary representation, with an author-narrator's voice, but a set of 
directions to `actors' who might wish to re-enact the scene. In this sense the teacher-
researcher is director and actor, trying to get the best out of the scene, trying to 
understand the characters, trying not only to play a role, but to  take or create a role. In 
adopting a style based on dramatic literature, or stage directions, in an italicised font 
separated from the student dialogue, Sophie has employed a voice and style somewhere 
between objective note-taking and fiction, which you may wish to discuss as a form of 
`data story’ or research. In the process, her own perspective as teacher-researcher shifted, 
and as a result of this, she came to the conclusion that the `problem' she had originally 
 16
identified and described was not intolerance, but a lack of meaningful exposure. This is a 
matter not  only  of perspective, but of imagination and identity. Sophie became aware of 
the dim outline of another image, and looked  for a new meaning and structure. She then 
theorised it and arrived  at some new conclusions about the relationship between the 
identity of her students and the identity of Indigenous Australians. 
 
After this act of narrating and imagining - and acting out elements of her own identity - 
Sophie integrated it all in her practice as a teacher. She changed her approach. She 
decided that her aim should be to assist her students to create their own links to a 
particular topic rather than impose a module of work based on `understanding Aboriginal 
culture'. This may sound simple and familiar, but the difference between her own 
perspective before and after the critical incident analysis  is profound.  
 
 
`Local knowing' and the teacher-researcher: a catalytic post-script 
 
Are our understandings of students  best constructed by seeking to ask the right questions 
about a single prevalent truth? Or, as we have asserted, are research questions better 
formulated by modelling and understanding relativities, such as  the power relationships 
between groups? In these examples we have constructed 'catalytic validity' (Lather 
1991b:.68) or 'local validity' (Scheurich 1997, p. 88) rather than a reliance on the 
traditional paradigm of validity in  research method.  
 
Catalytic validity is described as 'the degree to which the research process reorients, 
focuses and engages participants in what Friere calls "conscientisation", knowing reality 
in order to better transform it' (Lather 1986 in Scheurich 1997, p.83). More simply, 
catalytic validity is the degree to which the research empowers and emancipates the 
research subjects (Scheurich 1997,p. 83). Scheurich (1997,p. 88), cites the difficulties in 
making 'new imageries of validity' and draws our attention to the possibilities for 
`dialogue and  collaboration between researcher and other'. Ellsworth (1989) in  
Scheurich (1997) argues for `local knowing, local  validity and local  choices'.  
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This paper is not an exhaustive or comprehensive overview of visual narrative research 
methods for the teacher/researcher. It simply contains a sample of voices using a 
`discourse' which acknowledges the multiplicity of identity. The examples given interpret 
events and experiences from multiple positions. Negotiating and interpreting research is 
part of teachers’ work and getting to know why we would choose one research method 
over another is not something best left to universities, but something that is required of us 
in professional practice - and something to do with identity. In fact, our identity is part of 
the `local knowing', since we are not simply observing students through one-way  glass, 
as in the `observation rooms' to be found in teachers' colleges and early childhood centres, 
but actively participating in the very thing you are observing.  
 
Some kind of detached observation is commonly thought to be an ideal of scientific 
enquiry, but what we are suggesting here is more akin to the dilemmas and ambiguities 
identified by contemporary philosophy and science, in which the enquirer influences the 
outcome of the enquiry. Participation, as we have illustrated it here, consists of noticing, 
imagining and storying the random events, which make up the work of teaching. 
MacLure (2003, p.124) has indentified the metaphor of the catalyst as  one that we 
understand to be a scientific technique of mastering, distilling and refining, an invention 
that sets things going. Despite its real-world messiness, teaching and research has its own 
authenticity and integrity.  The idea of `catalytic validity', however excepts that you are 
involved.  Further we are reminded that if we embrace methods such as visual narrative a 
politics of being an insider could well slide past us unless we notice that  the difference 
between you and a catalyst, that is, you cannot expect to be left unchanged by the action 
of teaching and doing research.  
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